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Coombs * On the heels of the Brady debt reduction plan, the Justicialista Party's mid-term election
success and the wizardry of Economy Minister Domingo Cavallo, President Carlos Saul Menem
is promoting a slate of constitutional reforms, the most visible of which would allow his own reelection. In a telling statement, the 61-year-old Peronist recently said, "I do not aspire to be reelected, but I wish to remind those who are always speaking of liberty and the Republic that in the
countries that are cradles of liberty, like the United States or France, the president is re-electable."
Constitutional reform has been a persistent national issue since the transition to democratic rule
in the early 1980s. The Argentine Magna Carta, the constitution written in 1853 and reformed in
1860, has often been criticized as unsuitable and outdated. While some Argentines have defended
it as the oldest Latin American constitution, many question praise for a document that failed to
thwart four military coups in the 20th century. To many, the constitution remains more form than
substance. The changes Menem advocates are modest, and his style is calculating. Throughout
June, the Argentine president stressed the need for broad public debate, seeking to downplay the
role of his re-election in the reforms. Yet in the country of Manuel de Rosas and Juan Peron, the
debate has inevitably focused on Menem's political future, and Justicialistas are sharply divided
between those who wish to build support for the changes over the next few years and those who
prefer to take action now. Argentina's economic health reflected in the polls Without doubt, a
major reason for all the talk of constitutional reform is the economic success Argentina has enjoyed
of late. While only two years ago Menem's administration was struggling with 27% inflation per
month, failed economic policies and a 33% approval rating, his fortunes began to change with the
appointment of Economy Minister Domingo Cavallo. Employing the broad executive power granted
by the constitution, Menem and Cavallo stabilized the currency and implemented strict monetary
controls to restore the confidence of international lending organizations. Scarcely a year later, the
president's approval rating had risen to over 50% as the economy stabilized. As Menem's term is not
scheduled to end for another three years, talk of re-election sounds somewhat premature to many
observers, not the least of whom are the Argentine people. A recent study issued by the Center for
Union Studies for the New Majority found that most Argentines give greater priority to matters
such as education, drug abuse, health, wage rates, governmental corruption, unemployment, and
crime. Yet despite the seeming triviality of Menem's re-election bid at this time, those taking into
account its broader historical context recognize the profound implications of the current debate. A
course laden with symbolism from the past Some see in the debate an attempt by the incumbent
party to institutionalize itself in the presidency. As Center for Studies of State and Society (CEDES)
historian Liliana de Riz noted in the Buenos Aires daily La Nacion, "Re-election offers justicialismo
the chance to elude the never-resolved problem of succession in Peronism." Others, however, are
not so sanguine and see in the re-election bid an alarming resemblance to the brand of personalism
characteristic of Juan Peron's rule (1946-1955, 1973-1974). Historian Natalio Botana fervently warns
the party not to start down the road it took after 1949, when Peron reformed the constitution
to permit his re-election. As she attests, "Until 1930, the National Constitution acted as a great
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institution that restricted the mission of the government, but after 1949, the Constitution was seen
as a function of the government of the day." After his reform, Peron was re-elected in 1952. Within
three years, however, the populist dictator was overthrown, his reform invalidated and the original
constitution restored. Likelihood of constitutional reform in doubt Given these deep-seated fears,
the Justicialistas' reformist bid runs the risk of backfiring politically. As is the case with many Latin
American constitutions, Article 30 of Argentina's constitution decrees that any changes in the length
of the presidential term require the approval of two- thirds of the representatives in both the Senate
and the Chamber of Deputies. When Menem supporters and reformists realized they lacked the
necessary margin of victory, many called for a non-binding plebiscite to divine the general will. The
success of the proposed tactic is questionable, however, as a recent Gallup poll found that 54.41% of
respondents believe the re-election measure should not be included in the list of scheduled reforms.
Additionally, the plebiscite has been derided by critics as an attempt to circumvent the electoral
system, and many feel the campaign could have a negative "boomerang" effect on the Menem
administration. Any number of Argentine political figures repeatedly stress that 1992 is too early
to consider the 1995 elections; the issue, they say, is a political gauntlet that is unnecessary to run
at this time. On one hand, opposition leaders are hesitant to follow the lead of Radical Party (UCR)
critic Fernando de la Rua and thereby label themselves as enemies of constitutional reform. Yet
major Justicialista officials are both skeptical of the movement's chances and wary of how Menem's
re-election would impact their own political futures. Both governor of Buenos Aires Eduardo
Duhalde and former Mendoza province governor Dr. Hose Octavio Bordon are often mentioned
in this context. Despite the general support Duhalde has lent the reforms, he is widely known to
have strong presidential ambitions. And in a recent interview with The Washington Report on the
Hemisphere (WRH, 12.15), Bordon insisted that refining Argentina's democracy and improving the
workings of government had to take priority over the re-election issue. Clearly the polls reveal that
a majority of the Argentine electorate seems to be in agreement. * James Alan Coombs is a Junior
Research Fellow with the Council on Hemispheric Affairs (Washington, DC).
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